
   [image: cover]


   
      
         3

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
~ Contents ~


         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Foreword by The Rt Hon David Cameron 

                  	Introduction 

                  	 

                  	• Searching for God in the twilight on the Aegean Sea

                  	• Tradition and terroir: the new reign in Spain is producing great results

                  	• London’s perfect Paris brasserie 

                  	• Put your trust in Hungarian wine (yes, really) 

                  	• Too much too young: allow some wines to sleep long and peacefully

                  	• Big two-hearted river: the wines of the Rhône 

                  	• Kilchoman isn’t a good whisky; it’s a great one 

                  	• I’m grateful for my grateful drinking friend 

                  	• Is the great vintage of 2015 retreating into itself? 

                  	• A Dutch treat from Bordeaux 

                  	• All’s fair in love, Waugh and wine 

                  	• Thank Evans for Quintessentially good wine 

                  	• The king of clubs is a romantic at heart 

                  	• A toast to unsung heroes, the god of battles and the infinite desert stars 

                  	• The charms of old Paris and the naughtiest girl of the 20th century 

                  	• Burgundies that taste of T.S. Eliot 

                  	• From kittens to claret: an ideal education 

                  	• Bloody Marys and the funniest woman in the House of Lords 

                  	• The only good thing about the Soviet Union was cheap caviar 

                  	• What wine is worthy of white truffle? It took us a few tries to be sure 

                  	• Should NATO have embraced Russia? 

                  	• With great wine comes great anxiety 

                  	• The no-nonsense greatness of Australian wine 

                  	• Wine, women and willow: a perfect combo for a perfect English summer day 

                  	• Adventures of a hell-cat in heaven 

                  	• On the trail of a Burgundian Holy Grail 

                  	• A thirst for justice: the wit and wisdom of Oliver Wendell Holmes 

                  	• Wine merchants might just be the happiest people in the world 

                  	• The Society of Odd Bottles and the Sisterhood of the Black Pudding 

                  	• A toast to all bottles 

                  	• When it comes to food and wine, there’s no place like Rhône 

                  	• The joy of Glenmorangie 

                  	• The soul of a lurcher and the secret of a capon 

                  	• Life and death of a Tokay 

                  	• Flowers of Scotland 

                  	• What it’s like to drink a 118-year-old wine 

                  	• Dining in style at David Cameron’s favourite Italian 

                  	• Enjoying South Africa’s secret French connection 

                  	• When an economist turns into a winemaker 

                  	• When Glyndebourne is the most perfect place on earth 

                  	• Mourning Julia Gillard with the greatest wine ever to come out of Australia 

                  	• A lord’s prayer 

                  	• The tastes of temptation 

                  	• Horse and bourbon 

                  	• Off the wagon 

                  	• Waters of life 

                  	• Progress in a bottle 

                  	• Queen of Burgundy 

                  	• Mature consideration 

                  	• Clubbable bottles 

                  	• Stars by any other name 

                  	• The single European goose 

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         7

         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      8
         
            ~ Foreword ~

         

         Anyone who has had lunch with Bruce Anderson could be forgiven for thinking that the big man’s interest in wine was about quantity, not quality. They would be wrong. While Anderson lunches – particularly in the 1990s – would often involve him ordering and opening four bottles of wine even before the first one was finished, his knowledge of what he was drinking was always second to none.

         And he has never been one of those wine snobs who focus only on France. He would scour wine lists (and your cellar, if you had one) for interesting pinots, rieslings and grenaches from around the world.

         On a brief tour of southern Spain he ordered the oldest and most obscure Riojas he could find. One was brown and full of sediment but he pressed on, instructing me to close my eyes and focus on the flavour.

         While legendary for vast expenses claims that have tested the patience of newspaper editors for the last four decades, Bruce could always spot a bargain. I recall one lunch where a restaurant had mispriced some ‘82 Pomerol and he refused to leave until we had finished the entire stock.

         Bruce’s Speccie columns are a great mix of wine, politics, gossip and wisdom. I first met him when he stood in for Sir John Junor who wrote a column for the Mail on Sunday. As a young researcher at Conservative Central Office I used to feed the legendary Junor with tidbits, mostly about Labour splits. In turn, he would feed me with lunch in Kensington High Street where the conversation was all one way: his stories about dealing with Beaverbrook and his undying love for Princess Diana, Margaret Thatcher and, intriguingly, Selina Scott.

         After a week Bruce concluded that I was ‘marginally less useless than the rest of Smith Square’ and so our friendship began.

         Bruce is a forest of contradictions. A student Marxist who became a 9committed Conservative. A harsh critic one minute and a passionate supporter the next. A political obsessive and street fighter but with a hinterland that includes a knowledge of music, opera, art and theatre that is hard to beat.

         Bruce has written and said things that put your teeth on edge (and that’s putting it mildly), but you’re never bored reading his columns or hearing his stories.

         His wine columns are one of the things that makes the Speccie unmissable reading – and bringing them together in one place is long overdue. Not least because his friends can now access the Anderson wisdom on wine without jeopardising what’s left of their livers.

         
             

         

         The Rt Hon David Cameron
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            ~ Introduction ~

         

         Mary Queen of Scots had four Marys. The Spectator only has two, but at least neither is likely to be put to death. There is Dear Mary, that wry and sardonic counsellor. No-one since Jeeves has been so adept at navigating through the shoals of social embarrassment. The other is Mary Wakefield, who is a cross between Gerard Manley Hopkins – ‘All things counter, original, spare, strange’ – and Little Gidding. She seems wholly suited to a Dearly Beloved, via media Anglicanism, redolent of scholar gentlemen doing good works in country parishes while also acting as beacons of humane studies and, of course, basing their services on 1611 and 1662. Her debut in The Spectator was an arabesque of delicious reportage about a different sort of service. It took place in Holy Trinity Brompton, where there was a sermon about hamsters while yuppies serenaded God to the raucousness of electric guitars. Her gentle, more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger prose only highlighted the comprehensiveness of the intellectual filleting. Yet Mary has left for Rome, relieved that she no longer has to worry about the Church of England. Were I an Anglican, I would regard her departure as a grievous loss. The salt is losing its savour.

         She is also responsible for all this. Around a decade ago, she decided that I should write a wine column for The Spectator. I protested that I knew nothing about wine. She demurred. A demurral from Mary is a formidable experience. She is not exactly Eve or Delilah. Nor is she Beatrice, or Violet Elizabeth Bott. As a literary model, it is more a matter of Elizabeth Bennet. But she knows how to get her way. I insisted that on wine, although I might have acquired a certain amount of bottle-learning, I had little book learning. Nor do I have an expert palate. She brushed all that aside. We agreed that the column should be entitled ‘Drink’ rather than merely wine, and that I should weave in other topics. I do not think that either of us realised just how far that warp and weft would reach. 11Anyway, it was her idea. She is to blame, or even, perhaps, praise. With the exception of that two-hours-before-the-deadline moment, known to all hacks, when everything seems dark and doubtful, it has been fun to write. Somehow, the darkness always dispels. I hope it has also been fun to read.

         
             

         

         Bruce Anderson12
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            ~ Searching for God in the twilight on the Aegean Sea ~

         

         My friend Jonathan Gaisman recently gave rise to a profound philosophical question concerning wine. Jonathan is formidably clever. He has a tremendous reputation at the Commercial Bar. Although he brushes aside any compliments from the unqualified, there was a recent case — Excalibur — where his performance won the awed approval of lawyers to whom even he might concede quasi-peer status. They aver that his preparation was exemplary, his cross-examination ruthless and relentless; his triumph total.

         That said, he is anything but a monoglot lawyer. Not only a music lover but a musicologist, modesty alone would prevent him from claiming that Nihil artium a me alienum. Among the minor arts, he is a practised oenologist. But he is also thoughtful and combative on the subject of religion, on which he and I have had many exchanges. In a recent issue of Standpoint, he wrote an essay, ‘The devout sceptic’, which came close to convincing this devout atheist. Almost thou persuadest me to be a Christian.

         Almost, but there is a basic problem. It is not clear to me that Jonathan himself is a Christian. I have argued that no one can call himself a Christian unless he believes not only in the Incarnation but also in the literal truth of the Resurrection. If it is not true Christ died on the cross and was raised from the dead, Christianity is meaningless. This point irritates Jonathan. He does not see why I should prescribe rules for a club to which I do not belong. But I would retort that without the Resurrection, his version of Christianity has no theology and no historical continuity. It is merely a matter of aesthetics and ethical aspirations.

         Jonathan once asked me whether I believed that there were mystical truths. Caught off intellectual balance, I replied: ‘No’. I am still trying to decide whether I agree with myself. ‘“What is truth?” said jesting Pilate, 14and would not stay for an answer.’ ‘It depends what you mean by truth,’ C.E.M. Joad would have asserted. I will be temerarious enough to assert that truth is only a useful concept if it relates to a subject matter that is verifiable. So mysticism may be beautiful. That does not make it truthful.

         It is so tempting to conflate truth and beauty. Titian’s Assumption in the Frari, the Mass in B Minor, Durham Cathedral. Surely none of them could have been created without faith. As one’s soul soars in response to their sublimity, it seems churlish not to genuflect to that faith.

         I cannot take that step. Man needs God, to make sense of the universe and his own existence. We find it impossible to accept that the universe is just an accident. But the need for God does not prove that He exists. It may be that we are adrift in a meaningless cosmos, condemned to a destiny of mini-tragic heroism in our own lives, with only stoicism to replace faith. If so, let us embrace stoicism and defy tragedy.

         Recently, Jonathan had what should have been a most unstoical experience. He was off to the Aegean, on a yacht which was plentifully supplied with Château Pétrus. But he announced that he would drink only retsina. Was this a penitential exercise, perhaps expiating the massacre of an excessive number of solicitors? ‘No,’ he insisted. It was all about genius loci. I find that wholly incredible. Certainly, one would not wish to drink Pétrus — or any red wine — in the midday heat. But as the sun sets over the wine-dark sea, becoming God-haunted with nightfall so that one could easily imagine the Homeric deities setting forth from Mount Olympus to reclaim their dominions, what better than a beaker or two of Pétrus? Jonathan believes that God is everywhere. I think, with more evidence, that the same is true of Pétrus. That wine, in that sea: almost enough to make me a mystic.  
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            ~ Tradition and terroir: the new reign in Spain is producing great results ~

         

         The Kingdom of Spain always sends outstanding ambassadors to the Court of St James’s, and none more so than the appropriately named Santiago de Mora–Figueroa, Marqués de Tamarón, who was en poste when José María Aznar was the Spanish premier. Santiago is also a highly regarded poet, and he has a further advantage. He looks like a Grandee of Spain as painted by Velázquez or Goya. So during one of his recent visits, a good audience assembled to hear him.

         There was an obvious agenda: Catalonia, the closely fought left/right conflict in Spanish politics, and Spanish attitudes to Brexit.

         We took wit and charm for granted, while awaiting enlightenment and controversy. We waited in vain. All diplomats need to be able to play the forward defensive stroke but no one has ever deployed that essentially negative tactic more stylishly than Santiago. He said nothing that could have embarrassed the current ambassador or the Spanish government. Indeed, he said nothing at all. It was masterly.

         The Tamarón family still owns the castle at Arcos de la Frontera, which they captured from the Moors during the Reconquista. The evening’s chairman, Ignacio Peyró of the Instituto Cervantes (Spain’s equivalent of the British Council), also has links with the Reconquista. His family comes from León, that ancient mountain kingdom which kept Spanishness alive under the Visigoths and the Umayyads, and which is on the pilgrim route to Compostela. In some places, León has a bleak landscape: baking rock below, a pitiless sun above. This has bred a wiry race of men, accustomed to adversity. Formidable fighters, they are easier to manage on the battlefield than on the parade ground. But there is also good agriculture, including viniculture.

         Ignacio Peyró’s family has an interest in Losada, a fascinating winery 16near Bierzo, a village not far from Compostela, and the centre of an ancient wine-growing region. Like the rest of Spanish winemaking, it has benefited from the economic modernisation that began under Franco but has gained momentum in recent decades: the EU has been good for Spain.

         Like a lot of the best new winemakers, those in charge of Losada believe in the strengths of terroir and tradition, based on the mencía grape, which had been cultivated since the Middle Ages. The chief vigneron, Amancio Fernández, has no desire to work anywhere else: no other aim than to make the best possible wine in his native village.

         He and the other new owners began with an innovation. Other wineries in the region had sought out slate slopes, in the expectation that this would enhance their wines’ minerality. They were no doubt thinking of the limestone slopes of Burgundy and the glorious grapes which they produce. Losada went for old plots of mencía that had been forgotten or abandoned. Frequently, these were on clay soil. But there has been no loss of structure. I tasted the Pájaro Rojo, which was a sound table wine, but also the Losada and the Altos de Losada. Both of those had spent nine or ten months in French oak barrels: neither was over-oaked.

         The Altos has complexity and had a satisfyingly long finish. I drank the ’15, which benefits from some old vines which Losada has put back into commission. It was just about ready but has plenty more to say for itself. It will keep for at least a decade. At Losada, they are happy to insist that they are still studying their craft and working out how to raise their game. With the Altos, I think that they already have. I had recently introduced Ignacio to haggis. He had enjoyed it, naturally.

         We agreed that the Losada wines would be a fine accompaniment: León rampant.
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            ~ London’s perfect Paris brasserie ~

         

         We order some French things better in London — often, admittedly, with French help. A grenouille friend recently took me to lunch at the Beaujolais Club just off Charing Cross Road. He said that it overwhelmed him with nostalgia. As a child, living in Paris, if the family was in town for the weekend, it was just the sort of brasserie in which they would have Sunday lunch (cook’s day off). Traditional dishes; proper bourgeois cooking; wine, no premiers crus, but solid, dependable bottles from solid, dependable growers — who were often friends or relatives of the owners. The children demonstrated their command of table manners and served an apprenticeship in gastronomy.

         In Paris these days, such places are harder to find. Sometimes, the proprietors have been seduced by vaulting ambition and tried an Icarus-style ascent towards Michelin stardom. There is also the problem of the 35-hour week and women’s emancipation. Good old Gaston, le patron, can no longer conscript his daughters and daughters-in-law in the way that his wife and previous female generations took for granted that they would pride themselves on serving a nation which has always marched on its stomach.

         Moreover, the Parisian customer has often succumbed to the lure of trendiness and become an Athenian. To paraphrase: they spend their time in nothing else, but to eat some new thing. The culinary apostolic succession from grand-mère and the generations before her is scorned. There are new customers, but some of them are Americans, suspicious of foreign cooking and inclined to regard a single glass of wine as enough for a family of four.

         This all helps to explain why Jean-Yves, maître de Beaujolais, who hails from the Breton-Norman marches, is glad to be working in London. Even so, there is absolutely no derogation from Frenchness. You eat chez Marianne. The dishes may vary from day to day, yet there is a dependable 18sameness. Though Jean-Yves can produce serious bottles, principally from the Rhône, there is no great wine. But everything is reliable and reasonably priced. We started with a Montlouis from Jacky Blot, an outstanding vigneron. It was almost mouth-puckeringly dry. A fine aperitif, it would work well with smoked fish. The list has no bargains, but there is nothing to deter the ordering of the third bottle.

         The waitresses are equally French and instantly identifiable as such. With subtle, wry faces, plus a hint of the serene secrecy of an international Gothic Virgin, their demeanour towards their customers is a gracious welcome spiked with a touch of sardonic amusement. There is a blend of antecedent suffering quotient and joyousness to come. They remind one of actresses in those splendid modern French films: Le Placard, Le Dîner de Cons, et al.

         All that said, there is one respect in which Beaujolais does fly very high. Its cheese board is an epitome of French civilisation. I do not believe that the French have a monopoly on cheese-mongering genius. Stilton is up there, as long as it is unpasteurised. Otherwise, go for Stichelton from next door, which cannot call itself Stilton but is made from raw milk. Above all, there is proper gorgonzola: raw milk, cheese mites — ambrosial.

         But for the sheer volume of serious cheese, France is unsurpassable, as Beaujolais demonstrates. I do know of one better cheese board in London, at the Gavroche. It is somewhat more expensive. Moreover, it tolerates non-French cheeses. Without being ultra-Gallican in nationalism, Beaujolais would sound the toxin: ‘à table, citoyens … qu’un fromage impur abreuve nos sillons.’ Needless to say, we finished with Calvados. It was altogether an excellent repast: perfect for a non-dieting day.
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